Extinction, renewal, and spontaneous recovery of a spatial preference in the water maze.
Four experiments with C57BL/6 mice investigated extinction of a spatial preference in the Morris water maze. In Experiment 1, a spatial preference was extinguished by exposing mice to the water maze in the absence of a platform but in the presence of the distal spatial cues. In Experiment 2, extinction occurred when the platform was removed from the pool, when it was presented in random locations, or when it was presented consistently in the opposite location. Contextual renewal (Experiment 3) and spontaneous recovery (Experiment 4) of spatial preferences argue against an interpretation of extinction in terms of unlearning and instead suggest that extinction in the water maze, like extinction in Pavlovian conditioning, suppresses the original association. Implications of these findings for theories of spatial learning and hippocampal function are discussed.